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ABSTRACT 

The message of Current popular -television shovs/in 
which the hero is, or appears to.be,^ a dumb clod (e.g«, Archie ^ 
Bunker, Fred jSanford, Columbo, and Barnaby Jones), apparently is that 
corruption may be equated with articulation, wealth, and education, 
while virtue may be equated wi.th poverty and, often, illiteracy^^ 
Unfortunately, the effect of this ii^ssage upon undisterning coll^ege 
students may be dmmediate and far-reaching in its implication that 
the speaking and writing of literate English is, an elitist and 
undesirable quality and that t6 be versed in literature is to wear, 
red "A" on the bosom. In <^onttfast, the ndvels ta^^ught^in a college 
literature opurse approximate life more nearly than do clod-hero 
television shows, and a college composition course impar;ts more ^ 
practical knowledge than does Columbo or any other clod hero. (J^) 
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WhiLe the test patter^/ i^ yet on, let mo say that 'I intend to embroil 
myself in no debate about the effects of TV orf children. I am not qualified 
for that, and aan only cringe when I ,pass through the family room and see 



.fc«*r-ye<)r old on 



my £^ur^ye<)r old on her bejly and enthralled by Sesame Street with its slang, 
jargon, and, unintentional non sequitiirs. So what if she learns to count 
backwards and that little people do not stand under large birds. I pacify 
myself by hopi-g that the knowledge will do her no lasting harm and that itr^ 
certainly is not so bad as having some pedant play games^ with her h'^.ad by 
trlling- hfer nevf^-- to split ,an* infinitive or end on a preposition. ' 

r Y ■ 

In any case, I reiterate that I do not wknt tb get messed up in any argu- 
ment about television andy little kids. What I do wish to coimnent on i$ the ^ * 
effect that TV has on big kids, those- who come to my college classe.^- with 
wtiter'^ guide in hand but with video in the head-- and who,. I fear, are not 
so discerning rs the Sesame St|:eet legions. They've' had tfieir astuteness ham- 
mered dull by - any factors, notVthe least of which is a game played by tele- 
vision moguls. ' - ' ' 



In most popular television shows there is a ^hero and th^e is a fall guy. 
This hero is noi: tlie' typical masculine tough guy, though Matt Dillon still 
runs around (or re-runs actually) as the middle-aged simulacrum, and Joe CannoS 
tries grossly to miml^the old stereotypes. The hero I mean is th dumb clod 
hero—ArJhle Bunker, Fired Sanford, Columbo , ' Barnaby Jones. To one' degree or 



another they are all •devious and dedicated—dedicated to tl* huiui 1 f.ation of 
L-radicat Loii o^" all who are nOt devious,. 0 * 

For instance, there's Barnciby Joaes, ace detective and topnotcli clod, 
**It*s sure pur ty here/' be intones, eyeing the well appointed hacienda of a 
suiive rich man. lie's about to crucify, "Whoooeee!" Althoiij'Ji Jones himself 
must be wealthy, what witli all the rewards and fees he gets for his infalli- 
^ bility, and although he cfresses better than D\ost of his rich antagonists, he 

remains a hopeless boob, sh-ambling about and' muttering in his carryover 
^ Beverly Hillbilly twang, A list' of the villains he jhas done in of late in- 
clud^a wriler, sophisticatetl* bank president, an ar^tTculate^owner of a 
bas.ketball team,, a college prof, a young lawyer, and any number of ' other edu-- 
"cated successful people. In contrast Junes is presented as the wise fatherly 
pragmatist /'l^v^ble, kind, and with -an honesty unmatched since, George j 
Washington, In fact Jones is a doddering boor. 

Pursuing Jones' same* formula Co lum>)0 , the quintessential clod. All 
his foils too are rich, educated, articulate — and hopelessly corrupts .Colum- , 
bo appeals, the TV critics tell us, to the common man, who loves to see the 
wealthy folks get their comeuppance. Maybe so, but Columbo is even more of 
a stumblebum hero than Jones, a muttering semiliterate who^scatters cigar ashes 
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over the grammatical and sodial landscape. ' Like most of the other clod hefoes , 
Columbo doesn't imbibe or show any interest in females, whereas his antagonists 
|.are forever doing both. He does , however, c^nst^ivtl^ wear a battered rain- 



■ * coat — and I am suspicious of thJit, I Vh 



link that^behind Columbo 's Cro-Magnon 



virtiia^lutks a pervert, and I harbor visions of /Columbo' s going out 'and ex- 

jnCe 




posing himself to passing damsels orffe h^^^4\^ incarcerated the rich and the 
articulate. "Want to see a cigar*, ho'^y?" he says '►to the unsuspecting. Then, 
flash! , . '* ' \ . • 

. I know that the vision is unfounded!* Such suggestive- subtlety 'would 



never cross the mind of the TV script:\f^i^er nor the desk pfjlig^, Gojdbody. I 
know tOd that such clod heroes are not^jlftng new. Thei-r prototypes ^o back to' f 
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Huck Finn and beyond. But the effect of the TV variety clod is more immediate 
and far-reaching than Huck or any of his kind. And, besides, Huck didn't • 
limit- his scorn just to the rich and literate. Twain had a fair share^of 
vitriol for everybody. But Columbo and Jones and their ilk do, limit them- 
selves to a condemnation of certain types of individuals. Such shows would 
have us. believe that they are attacking only the idle rich, because as 
Fitzgerald s aid. the rich are very different from you and me, and we like to 
see them done in. Maybe such a defense is in part true. But more than ex- 
coriating the rich, the clod hero shows attack the educated, the sophisticated, 
..those who know^the difference between purty and beautiful, and those who have 
the smarts and ambition to^ stay off the welfare rplls. The fact that such 
people may be wealthy is pf secondary concern, 

A good examplje of what I mean appeared in the first episode of a 197'. 
version of the clod here This addition to the poverty-and-ignorance-are- 
-/irtues syndrome was calle ' (he Manhunter , a fiasco which fortunately was 
short-lived.' The hero is a blond, ex-marine, cieancut Ail-American boy. On 
the surface much unlike Columbo, this hero is nonetheless from the same mold. 
He has carried his GI killer instincts back to a Depression farm In the mid- 
West, where hi^ mother, father, sister, and faithful ctbg are starving because 
the bank and the rich won't subsidize them anymore, '^These folks are unschooled 
an^ dirt poor-- arid that is their saving grace. 

It makes no difference that the father is a cantankerous coot who kicks 
. ■ ■ ■ . ^ 

and curses malf unct^onljig tractors or that Sis demojistrates somewhat more than 

sibling affection for her naive brother, (He's been J;J China and all over . 

but remains as pure as Adam l^efore the snake.) Such shortcoming^are 'to be 

ignored, for the entire clan is uneducated ^nd moneyless*, and ,that compensates 

for any evil. Anyhow, manhunter Dave (remember David and Goliath of Bible 

fame) is forced into private eyeing vhen bank robbers kilj. his dog and the 

wife of his (Dave's not the dog's) best friend. Dave never clarifies which • 
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death he laments most, but clearly he c|oes not worry one iota that the bank 
has been ripped off. 

So Dave Hits out on the first of his gangbusting episodes. And who 
would have guessed that the leader of the robbers is a gentle man who loves 
horses an<^dogs and his only remaining sister and who is soft-spoken and 
articulate? ^Sux;;e, he robs a bank or two; but the script doesn't present 
that as being his "gireat fault/ His fatal flaw is that he is gentle and loves 
horses and dogs and h\s lone sister and is articulate. He even reads hardT " 
back books. He is thus portrayed as being crazy^as a stallicxn in heat and 
well deserving of having his head perforated by the af oremefitioned David, ' . 
And, .1 might add, the sub-villain of the show is a reporter who apparently 
makes a fairly good living writing the king's English and who is presented 
as a troublesome prig because he wants to report the doings of a psycho-hero 
who has sublimated his drives into pistols and long rifles. 

The logic seemingly followed by the erlod hero script writer^s is to 
equate articulation, wealth,' and education with corruption. It's an easy 
and^ simpleminded association, stemming' from the robber barons and the 
Biblical adages about money being the root of all evil and a rich man's agoing 
to heaven bein\ 14.ke a camel squeezing through a needle's eye. And of course 
it's been more or less instilled in the American psyche, Fitzgerald's 
Buchanans ^are about the foulest bunch a poor boy would ever hope to trust 
hia virtue to;/ and even ^^.el8on Rockefeller — trying no doubt to don the .image 
of Honest Abe Lincoln— attempts to pass off his 160 mMlion as a mere pittance 
whici in no way keeps him from, being just a good ^ol ' boy. And speaking of ^ 
politicians, you can look to Adlai' Stevenson Eugene McCarthy to see what 
the American electorate feels about men who read- books, write poetry and 
prose, and who display IQ's higher than the humidity count. 

The point is that the most prevalent game show on TV is the clod herd ' 
shpw--*that ^show/in whict^ the scriptwriters and ' produ'cers would" have us believe 
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that virtue is the exclusive property of the poor, that because they own 
nothing* else the poverty stricken have monopolized honesty, purity, and love. 
(Even Sesame Street has no one who could pay his own room rent, but ;I proM- 
..ised not to get involved in that game.) I resent that concept, not because 
I am rich but because I am poor. And I have as much right to corruption as 
Rockefeller^ or Onassis orVTed Kennedy or Hugh Hefner— maybe' even as much 
right a ^tt uu mri Hughciw . Evil is a god-giyen ri^ht, and I do not want moneV 
to take that right away from me. I don't think I should be forced to get and 
striv. just to enjoy the fruits of corruption. Adam guaranteed me the right 
with a mere apple. • , , " < 

But that, after all, is beside the point. What really bothers me about 
the' shows is that they imply that the speaking (and by extension the writing) 
of literate English is an elitist and therefore undesirable quality , that .to 
•be versed in literature is a red "A" upon the bosom, and that to be articu- 
late is a symptom of chronic sexual inunorality and general decadence. 

Those of us who "teacli English" know already the difficulty involved in 
convincing the students of the worth of our courses—particularly the fresh- 
man-sophomore courses . Most of the students in these courses are there 
because the university rightfully feels that they need to be there. But if 
the students had the choice,; the majority would desert us faster than Barnaby 
Jones can drop a corny aphorism. We can tell them that even in these liberal' 
times they will still be judged by the way they speak and write, that litera- 
ture can teach them moral truths, and that sooner or later—no matter what 
their prof ession— they wii;Aave to commit themselves to thfeir. native tohgue. 
Mayb^ ve have to play our own pedagogical games to" make the- students accept , 
these truisms; and maybe the games work and maybe they don't. But in any' • 
event the students go home pr back tq the dorm, .and when they should be .* ' 
reading our assignments or wating our essays, they watch television. 

And there before them, with all' the blessings of Hollywood , roll«-on deo- 
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doi^ants, and OerfSral Nk)tors, Is Jones or.Columbo or biaiKlford or Bunker or. 
, big Davet-the clod Iieroes, winning ,cigaln and brlng[n| gi'ief' to thoso who 
speak w^ll and who inhabit homos with- workableVLnaoorlplumhlng. T have no 
doubts that the influ.Mice of such video heroes is more subconscious than 
c<ihscj.0us, but therein lies their danger. The student does not with aware- 
ness emulate Columbo or l|is kind, certainly not as my own generation apQd ' 
James. Dean or lillvis Presley. But the student cannot' help but assimilate ' 
much of what he sees on the tube, and the heVo 'that he sees most^ often is the 
untiereducated boob, who througli luck and the scriptwriter's manipulations 
always comes out the winner. - ' - ' - 

Such shows c^re of course totally removed from reality. But the lower- 
division student has not yet regained the subtlet.y of; tliought required , to 
turn his willing suspenyio;i of disbelief on and off. »He, actually comes to 
believe thatf^ignorance is admirable and^ that somehow, with little effort of 
his, own, he will himself become a kind of folk hero. He does not see the 
paradox or irony in. the fact that the clod heroes are sponsored by-Buick and 
Ban and J. C. P^hneyVs ten-dollar ^hirts, and that. some f if ty-thousand- 
. dollar-a-year man behind thd scenes is trying to sell him a bill of goods, 
qui'W literally. Instead the student is imbued wlih the idea, seldom articu- 
lated, that he can hick his wayjihrough life. He forgets—or has never known 

that there -is in ^his life '^no scriptwriter to devise the happy ending and 
that ignoranc^ has an 18%'i^ervice charge. H^ doesn't learn until it-- is too 
late that those villainous articulate rich ^people are in fact the ones who 
run the country and that in real life thkre is -no shambling mumbling clod that 
^ will stumble in and' save the day' for the ignorant and unmotivated. The ^ 
appropriate game metaphor here is chess, with the 'pawns being ^sacrificed tb 
.the gilded queen of high finance. ^^"^ ""^^^""^^^^^ ^ 

What I am trying to say is that even though. the novels ahich' I teach may 
not present 9 total picture of "real" life, they come a lot ciLoser than the -, 



clod hero .sliows. And Iho. compos Itlon coursi's I toach ci\\\ i^^^i more 

practical knowlcd^^o tl)an the courses In. perverted ethics wliLch V:uIuniho and 
his kind* impart, Cntcii-22 or I.nvls lh \\^. Mm or One Hew Over the CiiekooJ^t 
Nest, witji all their aberrations, tell it more nearly Ifke it^ is than i^ny oT 
the clod hero shows. And, alas, tliis is ultimately what really scares me.: 
the boys beliind tlie clod heroes know precise ly ■ what ttiey are doing. They 
Iviil the viewer into a false sense of security so tliat wh(;n the hard sell 
comes he cJnnot resist if. Fed so long on' tlie tasteless pahlum of distorted, 
romantic folderoy, the viewer becomes immune to reality itself. 

On the surface, poverty and^ignorance anc^, 11 literacy are made virtues. 
But the folk.', at General Motors know that wl^at is best for GM really is 
best for America—and they make sure that the unwashed masses never have the 
smarts to ask why that's tru.e or ifv it X^* /'Ue're selling y6u baseball, hot- 
dogs, apple pie, and Chevrolet AmeAca/' says GM, and '^Ame'n'* echoes Texaco 
Exxon, Shell, and Mobil, "So Watch o^ * Bnrhdby and Colombo and Archie while 
we rob you, both literally and morally,*^* 

So I return home in the evening, having played whatever games I needed 
to- play to counteract -suth ethics, a^nd I meander through the family room, .1 
see my small daughter engrossed in Sesame Street — on a TV set, by the way, 
which was not given to me — and for the moment I rest secure, I know that she 
is astute enough to see the pretend quality of the happy foLks and puppets 
liying with love and equanimity in the mids^t of direst poverty, ' Her own roof 
doesn't leak, there are no garbage cans outa^de her door, and her"^l- lends 



'don't inhabit dump grounds, I'm fairly certain that she knows, without knowing 
that she knows, that she is able to enjoy such a -•ifijjd- cuckoo land because 
^he herself yl^ws .it fi;om the comfort of a home made possible by parents who 
read hardback books >^nd who work hard. Or at least I play a game with myself 
and think that she knows this, ' ^ 

^ So I rest secure for the moment. But I cannot help but ponder what will 
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happisn as she y,ets oI.U'r\unl has Uor^stMises bonibardiHl by the clod lu^ro show?; 
and their «plii-ofrs. I I i to think that m/ own InfluiMici' ov<i hrr will bt> 

iitronger than theirs— but what chan/e^.dl»e^5 a (himb Hu'ivlish teacher really have 
^* 

against General Motors and a big bird stupid Ms oatmeal? 
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